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Author's Notes: 
| wanted to write about Mikael's relationship changing with Niklas after Niklas left the band. I'm pretty happy 


with how this came out. 


Mikael Stanne scoffed at his own reflection as he caught himself fixing his hair for a third time. Why was 
he doing this? Niklas had seen him at his worst and his best; just because he left the band didn't mean Niklas 
forgot what Mikael looked like. 

He frowned, threw his hair in a ponytail 

| lke seeing you with your hair back | can see more of your face. 


Took it back out. 


"Fan" he uttered, grabbed his keys, and went out the door. 


Strictly business. That's all this was. Mikael was just going over Niklas's place to talk about the artwork for 


the new album. Catch up a little bit. Maybe have a few beers. 

Mikael's breath caught as Niklas swung open the front door of his home to greet him. 

Somehow, Mikael expected the man to look different. 

But no, he looked the same as he always had. Still had those sad eyes, the thin, down turned lips, the pallid 
skin He did have more gray in his beard than Mikael remembered. It had been some time since they'd last seen 
each other, hadn't it? 

He knew Niklas preferred to be a hermit, liked being left to his own devices; but everyone needed human 
interaction every now and then. In person - not just through a blue screen. He wondered if Niklas missed him 


the way he missed Niklas. 


"Hey," Mikael said, not sure if he was meant to go in for a hug. He did anyway, and Niklas received it 
warmly. He felt right in Mikael's arms. 


"Hi," his former bandmate greeted He was dressed in joggers, a t-shirt, and a thick cardigan to keep him 
warm during winter drafts. His blonde hair was mussed a bit, making Mikael feel stupid for caring about his 
own hair so much. Yet Niklas was still effortlessly handsome. 

Mikael felt that ache again 

Niklas turned and gestured to him with his hand. 


"So I've a few ideas," he said, his voice soft and gentle, yet articulate. 


"I am eager to see them!" Mikael said cheerfully. They stopped at Niklas's fridge on the way to his studio. 
Niklas handed him a beer. 


"Don't like this one as much as | expected to," he said, "but | think its your taste." 
Mikael nodded, looking at the local craft stout. 


"Is actually one of my favorites," he laughed upon reading the label, grabbing his bottle opener off his 
keys and popping off the cap. He did the same to Niklas's beer, and together they headed down the hall. 


Mikael sort of wished their hands weren't preoccupied with beer bottles. It would be so simple to intercept 
Niklas, whisk him past the studio and instead into the bedroom, just a few feet away. His hands yearned to 
touch his old friend again, but he focused, instead, on holding his beer, feeling its permanence in his grasp. He 


wasn't sure where he stood with Niklas anymore when it came to matters of intimacy. 


Niklas sat at his computer and Mikael joined in the chair next to him. 


"Okay," Niklas said, professional, clicking a few buttons and pulling up some samples on the monitor. "So this 
is what | have so far but | think I'm going to switch up some of the colors a bit" 


"Wow," Mikael said. He had always been in awe of Niklas's artistry. Niklas was, in typical Swedish fashion, 
very humble. He worked diligently on his designs and knew he was good, but he did not brag. When Niklas was in 
the band, he always had his nose in a sketchbook when his fingers weren't plucking at strings. He'd filled 
hundreds of them over the years, surely. Mikael remembered many times on tour where he'd sit, Niklas in his 
lap or otherwise draped over him, watching him draw. He'd watch him for hours, his own anxiety evaporating 
with each stroke of Niklas's pen He missed the stability of it. He missed the feeling of home that came with 


Niklas's presence. 


Mikael actually had one of Niklas's old sketchbooks back at home. He wondered if the man ever noticed it go 
missing. He took the book with him on recent tours, flipping through it when he got homesick. 


Niklas was showing him a few different options of styles he'd done, but Mikael's head had wandered into 
the clouds, reminiscing about old times. After a while Niklas seemed to notice his friend had spaced out. He 
took a swig of his beer, leaned back in his chair and folded his arms behind his head, looking at Mikael 
expectantly. 

"Hmm?" Mikael said automatically. 

"| didn't say anything," Niklas replied, amused. 

"It all looks great," Mikael said. "Keep doing what you're doing!" 

"So you've no opinion on the colors | just showed you?" 


Mikael blushed. "Um, | like the red a lot" 


Niklas nodded, rubbing his beard in thought. "I figured you would. There were a few more things | wanted to 
ask you about the album - conceptually. What were you hoping to drive across with the lyrics overall?" 


"Oh, you know. The typical stuff," Mikael said. "Anxiety, fear of what awaits us after death, the fragility of 


our own mortality --- 
"Suppose there's only so many subjects to write about after thirty years," Niklas smirked. 


"Yeah," Mikael sighed, taking a swig of beer. He set the bottle down on the desk and reached forward, 
tracing a finger on Niklas's thigh. 


"Mikael," Niklas warned, but he set down his bottle, too. 


"Hmm?" Mikael played innocent, smiling sweetly. He knew from many years of experience that Niklas simply 
did not - could not - resist him when he smiled. 


"I left the band to focus on my family," Niklas told him, strong in his resolve. "You should be focusing on 


yours as well." 


Mikael groaned and slumped back into his chair. Four years ago, Niklas never would have called him out on 
something like that. He would've just submitted. 


"Sorry," he said. 


‘Its okay," Niklas said, but Mikael wasn't sure that it was. 


They eventually ended up putting an old Iron Maiden record on Niklas's vinyl player and chatting music. 
Niklas had been Mikael's musical soulmate since they were preteens. It felt natural to fall back into old ways. 


They drank a little bit more. Talked about their families, bragged about their kids. 


Niklas asked Mikael how touring was going and Mikael paused, knowing he should lie for his friend's sake. But 
he couldn't. Either he wasn't capable of lying to his friend or he wanted to guilt trip him. Mikael always had 


ulterior motives when it came to the other man. 
"If lim honest," he began, "it's been hard to adapt - you know - without you." 
"It can't be so bad," Niklas said. "Hell, | don't miss touring at all." 


‘Of course you don't," Mikael said, but that still stung, despite knowing that Niklas had always hated touring. 
Niklas was still Mikael's comfort, his security blanket, the thing he always needed with him when he was out 
traversing foreign countries in a tiny bus full of other middle-aged men with hair down to their asses. Niklas 
kept Mikael's ego in check Niklas kept him sane. Niklas kept him sated. And these last few tours without him 
had been utter hell as Mikael learned to adapt alone. 


"You'll get used to things," Niklas said, “if you haven't already." 

Niklas always got really depressed during lengthy tours. Mikael remained selfish during their career, forcing 
him to stay in the band, to fulfill his commitments. He had done this for too many years with Niklas to imagine 
doing it without him - until Niklas had finally had enough and pulled the plug. Mikael allowed it, only because 
Niklas was at a breaking point, and because he didn't have a choice, really. And a world without Niklas Sundin in 


it, even in lesser capacity, was not a world Mikael wanted to live in. 


Niklas seemed healthier and happier now. 


Mikael could admit that. 


But without his childhood best friend traveling the world with him, playing loud noises to screaming crowds, 
Mikael was sort of losing his sense of purpose in all of this. 


| suppose," Mikael managed. He finished off his beer and crossed his leg over the other. "You don't miss 
touring even a little bit?" 


Niklas shrugged. "Some of it was okay. Seeing all the different places, meeting the fans. Performing. I'm glad 
| got to experience it." 


"You don't miss me?" Mikael asked before he could stop himself. He forced a silly grin to punctuate the 
question. Playful. Not serious. 


Niklas smiled. "Of course | miss you." 
Mikael didn't expect him to go on, but he did. 


"That was the hardest part, actually," he said, looking down at the bottle in his hands. "I got used to always 


having you around. Sort of used you as an emotional punching bag at times." 
Mikael nodded. He remembered. 


| knew | had to leave it behind when you were the only thing keeping me alive for a while there." Niklas 


laughed lightly but Mikael's heart sank. 
"It was a bit co-dependent, wasn't it?" Mikael pondered. 
"A bit unhealthy," Niklas added. 


Mikael reached out again and touched Niklas's thigh. This time the man didn't object. He dragged his fingers 
up higher, testing the waters. 


"Don't you miss it?" Mikael breathed "Us?" 
Niklas nodded, refusing to make eye contact 
"How | made you feel?" 

"Mikael ---" 

"How good | fucked you?" 


"We shouldn't be talking like this --" 


"| don't go a day without thinking about it," Mikael said breathlessly, getting out of his chair. "I don't go a 
day without wishing | could be between your thighs again" 


"Mikael, you know we shouldn't..." 


"Please," Mikael begged, voice encased in sweet honey, dropping to his knees in front of his friend. "Let me.. 


Just one more time. | swear, I'll never ask again." 


Niklas bit his lip, looking away from the man kneeling before him. Mikael fumbled clumsily with the tie on 


the man's pants, taking Niklas's lack of response as a go-ahead. 


Niklas was just stringing his fingers through Mikael's red curls when they both froze at the sound of the 
front door opening. Mikael scrambled backward into his chair as they heard the voices of Niklas's wife and 
their daughter arriving home from school for the day. 


The singer's heart was thumping wildly in his chest as he heard Niklas's wife call out to them. So close to 
being caught. 


"Think it's time for you to get going," Niklas said with no emotion, standing, and Mikael nodded, getting up 
quickly and being led out of the office. 


Mikael exchanged a few bits of small talk with Mrs. Sundin before excusing himself under the pretense that 
he didn't want to impose on their family time. He had done that enough over the years by whisking Niklas off 
with him on tour for months on end. 

As he headed out the front door, he felt ashamed of himself. Being separated from Niklas for so long had 


done nothing to change who he was. He was still the same desperate man who needed someone else to feel 


whole. He still fell back into old habits with sickening ease. 


He could tell that Niklas remained a slave to his whims. He was ready to give it all up again. Was it healthy 
to go back down that road? No, definitely not. 


But Mikael didn't care. 


He'd have him again, he'd find a way. 


